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ABSTRACT
Gender Differences in Cognitive Interference with Sexual Arousal
by
Sarah E. Nunnink, B.A.
Dr. Marta Meana, Examination Committee Chair
Professor o f Psychology
University o f Nevada, Las Vegas
It is well documented that cognitive interference detrimentally influences
sexuality, but little is known about the content o f that interference. This study compared
the self-reports o f 220 college men and 337 college women on two types o f cognitive
interference during sex, performance-oriented and appearance-oriented. Also assessed
via use of the Derogatis Sexual Ftmctioning Inventory and the Sexual History Form were:
sexual satisfaction, psychological distress, sexual knowledge, sexual experiences, sexual
attitudes, sexual fantasy, body image, affect, and sexual functioning, all areas thought to
be related to sexual functioning. As predicted, findings indicated that women were more
concerned with their own appearance during sexual activity than were men. Contrary to
our hypothesis, however, men and women did not differ significantly in self-reported
performance-interference. Data also suggested that certain constructs were genderspecific predictors o f the two types o f interference, as psychological distress was
predictive for women and sexual attitudes were predictive for men only. Most constructs
were non gender-specific, as sexual satisfaction, body image and our covariate, length o f
iii
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relationship, were predictive in both men and women. Implications are discussed, as
results point to the need for gender-specific treatments for sexual dysfunction.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION
Since Masters & Johnson’s innovative sexuality research in the I970’s, there has
been a growing awareness of sexual dysfunction and its impact on many individuals. In
the last 10 years, prevalence estimates for many sexual dysfunctions have remained
constant, indicating that these issues are far from being resolved (Simons & Carey, 2001;
Spector & Carey, 1990). Current rates include 0-3% for male orgasmic disorder, 0-3%
for male hyposexual desire disorder, 0-5% for male erectile disorder, 4-5% for premature
ejaculation, and 7-10% for female orgasmic disorder (Simons & Carey, 2001). Stable
estimates of other sexual dysfunctions remain uncertain due to many factors, including
methodological limitations in their estimation (Simons & Carey, 2001). Despite the
ubiquitousness o f sexual dysfunction, current theory informing much o f sex therapy
remains questionable. Wiederman (1998) claims that many sex therapy practices are
based on non-empirically tested theories of sexual dysfunction and suggests that the
future o f sex therapy depends on rigorous research that targets the methodological
limitations plaguing much existing work.
In disorders o f sexual arousal, one theorized etiologic mechanism that has, in fact,
been subjected to substantial empirical scrutiny is that o f cognitive interference (Geer &
Fuhr, 1976; Masters & Johnson, 1970; Barlow, 1986). In a sexual context, cognitive
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interference has been conceptualized as a shift in attention from erotic stimuli to non
erotic or distracting stimuli (Geer & Fuhr, 1976), which may then inhibit both subjective
and physiological arousal. Masters and Johnson (1970), the first to propose this etiologic
mechanism, labeled one type of cognitive interference “spectatoring”. Spectatoring
referred to a self-focus or self-monitoring of performance during a sexual interaction as if
from a third-person/objective perspective. They proposed that it led to decreased arousal
consequent to an increase in the demand for performance and believed it to be especially
important in the etiology o f erectile disorders. Kaplan (1983) posited that cognitive
interference was also common in women and suggested that the most common
psychological mechanism imderlying inhibition o f female orgasm was obsessive selfobservation during physical intimacy. She cited clinical reports of women complaining
that unwelcome or meaningless thoughts entered their minds during sex, therefore
causing distraction.
Barlow (1986) proposed a working model o f sexual dysfunction composed o f five
factors that purportedly differentiate sexually functional from sexually dysfunctional
individuals. First, sexually functional individuals display more positive affect in a sexual
context whereas sexually dysfunctional individuals show more negative affect. Second,
dysfunctional individuals constantly underestimate their degree of arousal and tend to
assume less control over their arousal than do frmctional individuals. Third, in lab
studies, dysfunctional men are not distracted by non-sexual performance related stimuli
and evidence no decrease in penile response whereas functional men are distracted and
demonstrate decreases in arousal. The explanation offered for this paradoxical finding is
that dysfunctional men are already distracted by non-erotic cues, therefore, introducing a
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competing non-erotic task does not further reduce arousal for them. Fourth,
performance-related stimuli inhibit arousal in dysfunctional individuals but increase it in
functionals. Finally, anxiety facilitates arousal in functional individuals but inhibits
arousal in dysfunctional individuals. Thus, affect, estimation of arousal and control,
distraction, perfoimance demands, and anxiety are the factors Barlow proposes to be
differentially related to sexual arousal in functional and dysfunctional individuals.
The concept o f cognitive interference is intuitively powerful in explaining at least
part o f the etiologic mechanisms underlying sexual dysfunction, but research on this issue
is complicated methodologically and has experienced a dearth of activity in the last
decade. The validity of laboratory situations has always been suspect in sexuality
research, while the accuracy of retrospective self-reported cognitive activity during
naturally occurring sexual episodes is also far from reliable. However, this dilemma is
central to much o f psychological research and yet it does not seem to have silenced
research efforts to the same extent in other areas. The recent neglect o f research on the
psychological mechanisms of arousal may be because o f these methodological
conimdnuns or perhaps because of the increasing emphasis on pharmaceutical
approaches to sexual dysfunction. It is difficult to know.
With methodological caveats in mind, this paper critically reviews the empirical
literatiure on the role o f cognitive interference in sexual arousal. The aim is to evaluate its
empirical support and suggest future directions for this intriguing yet recently neglected
area o f investigation. For the purpose o f clarity, the focus will be on studies investigating
cognitive interference, rather than anxiety, although it is clear that there is a strong
relationship between the two. All literature was retrieved through the following
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pyscINFO databases: (1887-1966), (1967-1983), and (1984 - Current) as well as through
the reference section of each article.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW
In the following sections, empirical support for the role of cognitive interference
in sexual arousal is presented. These sections include: 1) Distraction Manipulations 2)
Performance Demand Interference, 3) Attentional Focus Manipulations, 4) Instructional
Sets to Suppress Arousal 5) Non-Laboratory Studies, and 6) Conclusion and Study
Proposal.

Distraction Manipulations
Farkas, Sine, and Evans (1979) examined cognitive distraction operationalized by
tone presentations. In their experiment, subjects viewed explicit and non-explicit
videotapes while 2 types o f distracting audio tones (either 800 Hz or 200Hz) were
presented via headphones. Subjects were instructed to keep a running tally of each o f the
two types o f tones and to retain the tally in memory. The physiological sexual arousal
data as measiured by a penile strain gauge indicated that distraction did have a detrimental
effect on arousal.
In an experiment similar to Geer and Fuhr’s (1979), Przybyla and Byrne (1984)
employed two distraction manipulations involving digits, one visual, the other auditory.
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In their study, both male and female imdergraduates were assigned to one o f three
increasingly distracting conditions. Sexual arousal was measured via self-report
questionnaires assessing sexual-physiological reactions to both visual and auditory erotic
stimuli. An inverse relationship emerged between sexual arousal and degree o f task
complexity for females only; males reported no decrease in arousal as related to task
complexity. This finding was somewhat contradictory to what previous research had
found and raised the possibility of gender differences in response to distraction (Geer &
Fuhr, 1979; Farkas et al, 1979). However, it could also have been a function o f the
measure o f sexual arousal used. Przybyla and Byrne (1984) employed only a subjective
measure whereas other lab research had employed either physiological only or both
physiological and subjective measures. Considering that the correlation between
physiological and self-reported sexual arousal has been found to be far from perfect and
can vary across subject samples, these results have to be interpreted with caution (Beck &
Barlow, 1986; Abrahamson et al, 1989; Heiman & Rowland, 1983).
Cognitive distraction was again manipulated using an adding task while femaleonly participants listened to erotic stimuli (Adams, Haynes & Brayer, 1985). The authors
hypothesized that cognitive distraction would interfere with both subjective and
physiological measures of sexual arousal, but they also expected that women with
orgasmic difficulties would be more susceptible to distraction by non-erotic cues than
would be women without orgasmic difficulties. The subjects consisted o f undergraduate
women both with and without orgasmic difficulties. The sample was comprised o f the
highest and lowest quartiles of orgasm rates in a subject pool, as assessed in a preexperimental questionnaire. The participants were presented with both an erotic
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condition in which only an erotic audiotape was presented and an erotic plus distraction
condition in which a numerical adding task was added to the erotic audiotape stimuli.
Physiological measures o f arousal were measmed via a vaginal photoplethysmograph,
and subjects rated subjective arousal on a 5-point scale. The distraction condition did
produce significantly lower arousal, both physiologically and subjectively, than did the
erotic condition, however, little support was foimd for differential effects o f distraction
on the arousal o f frequently orgasmic women versus non-frequently orgasmic women.
Noting a strong inversely linear relationship between distraction and sexual
arousal in sexually frmctional samples, Abrahamson, Barlow, Sakheim, Beck, &
Athanasiou (1985), recognized the need to examine the effects o f cognitive distraction in
a sexually dysfrmctional sample. Subjects in their study therefore consisted of sexually
frmctional and sexually dysfrmctional males diagnosed with psychogenic erectile
dysfunction. In this study, cognitive distraction was manipulated as a taped reading from
a popular novel, which was played over either a high or low arousing film. Both
physiological and subjective sexual arousal data were assessed and post stimulus
subjective ratings o f arousal via questionnaires and rating scales were collected
immediately after the viewing. Results indicated that for the sexually functional
individuals, the distraction condition resulted in lower physiological arousal than did the
no-distraction condition. In direct contrast, the sexually dysfunctional individuals
demonstrated no physiological effect o f the cognitive distraction; they responded almost
identically imder both conditions. Merestingly, no group differences were found on
subjective measures o f arousal. The data resulting from this study would support the
model later presented by Barlow (1986) proposing that sexually dysfunctional individuals
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are already distracted by performance concerns and thus, the effects o f the distraction
manipulation are washed out by the existing interference (Barlow, 1986; Abrahamson,
Barlow, Sakheim, Beck & Athanasiou, 1985).
In response to a lack o f research on the role o f distraction on female arousal,
Elliot and O’Donohue (1997) utilized a nonclinical sample of heterosexual women in a
within-subjects design. Physiological data was collected through a photoplethysmograph
and subjects rated subjective arousal via a likert scale at baseline, post stimulus,
interstimulus and post experiment. All subjects participated in three conditions of
increasingly complex distracting tasks requiring repetition of distracting sentences while
erotic audiotapes served as stimuli. The results were consistent with those presented by
Geer and Fuhr (1976); physiological and subjective arousal varied in an inverse maimer
with distraction level. The authors concluded that although unable to directly address
sexual dysfunction in a clinical population, the study did support evidence of a possible
contributing role o f distraction in the development o f dysfunction.
The literature regarding various manipulations o f cognitive distraction suggests
that cognitive distraction does in fact inhibit sexual arousal for sexually functional
individuals, sometimes exhibiting a direct inverse relationship (Geer & Fuhr, 1976;
Farkas et al., 1979; Adams et al., 1985; Elliott & O’Donohue, 1997). However, cognitive
distraction manipulations do not appear to alter physiological arousal in individuals
already experiencing sexual dysfunction. One puzzling question remains. If distracting
cognitions are hypothesized to be the primary etiological factor for sexual arousal
dysfunction, why do distracting cognitions result in dysfunction for certain individuals
while not appearing to affect others? (Wiederman, 1998; Barlow, 1986.)
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Performance Demand Interference
Performance demands have also been posited to have the effect o f introducing
cognitions that potentially interfere with arousal. It is believed that concerns about sexual
performance facilitate cognitions that interrupt focus on the erotic sensations/sexual
experience, and thus result in a decrease in sexual arousal (Masters & Johnson, 1970;
Wiederman, 1998).
In the aforementioned study by Farkas, Sine & Evans (1979), performance
demand was also manipulated, in addition to distraction. Subjective arousal via a scaled
rating dial, as well as physiological arousal measures were taken while male participants
viewed either an explicit or non-explicit videotape. Differential demand characteristics
were created by informing the subjects of the supposedly normative sexual arousal
response to viewing the film. In the high demand condition, subjects were informed that
others had found the film erotic and had become highly aroused. In the low demand
condition, subjects were informed that others had not found the film very erotic and had
not become very aroused. As previously described, distraction was also manipulated
through audiotaped tones o f which each subject was required to retain a running tally.
Results indicated that performance demand alone did not have a significant relationship
with physiological response. However, the interaction between performance demand and
distraction was significant. High performance demand coupled with distraction produced
increased arousal. The authors suggested that perhaps the level of performance demand
employed was too weak to create an effect on functional individuals, however, ethical
restraints prevented a stronger demand from being utilized.
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Similar findings and conclusions were drawn by Lange et al (1981) in their study
regarding a performance demand manipulation. In an attempt to create a performance
demand operationalization more closely approximating a real-world scenario, Lange et al.
(1981) utilized a pre-experimental instructional set. In the demand condition, male
subjects were instructed to attempt to achieve an erection as quickly, as fully, and for as
long as possible while viewing an erotic videotape. In the non-demand condition,
subjects were told to relax and that they should not focus on achieving an erection while
watching the erotic video. Findings suggested that the performance demand manipulation
had very little effect on penile responding and the authors also speculated that, despite
their efforts, perhaps the manipulation remained insufficiently powerful.
In response to these and prior findings, Heiman & Rowland (1983) hypothesized
that perhaps the issue was not the problematic operationalization of performance demand,
but the fact that performance demand may have qualitatively differential effects on
sexually functional and dysfunctional men. Individuals in the high performance demand
condition were instructed to listen to erotic audiotaped stimuli and to become as sexually
aroused as possible while continually monitoring and maintaining sexual arousal. In the
low performance demand condition, subjects were instructed simply to relax and enjoy
the audiotaped stimuli. This low demand condition was designed to mimic sensate focus
as the instructional set stressed that attaining sexual arousal was unimportant. The
hypotheses were that 1) performance demands would decrease arousal in all men, but to a
significantly greater extent in dysfunctional men, and 2) that lack o f demand (sensate
focus condition) would increase arousal in all men. Physiological measures via penile
strain gauge and subjective measures evaluating the subjects’ reactions to the tapes
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(including perceived physical changes at various points in the session) were taken.
Disconfirming their hypothesis, results indicated that the functional subjects were more
physiologically aroused during the performance demand condition than in the nondemand/sensate focus condition, whereas the opposite pattern was found in the
dysfunctional group. Dysfunctional men were less aroused in the demand-condition. In
terms of subjective arousal, the functional men reported significantly more arousal during
the erotic tapes than did the dysfunctional men. Correlations between physiological
response and subjective arousal were more often significant for the dysfunctional subjects
than the non-dysfunctional subjects. Considering that the dysfunctional males were more
aware and concerned about their physiological reactions, the demand condition may have
increased this concern, therefore distracting the men from environmental erotic stimuli
and resulting in a decrease in arousal. It appeared that performance demands enhanced
sexual arousal in functional individuals and decreased it for dysfunctional individuals,
perhaps partly because of their increased awareness o f genital reactions.
In an attempt to expand this research further. Beck and Barlow (1986)
manipulated performance demand through use o f a shock threat contingent upon arousal.
Four different erotic films served as stimuli. In the demand condition, males with erectile
disorder and functional controls were told that there was a 60% chance that a shock
signaled by a light would be administered if the subject was not as aroused as the
“average “ subject. In the non-demand condition, no threat o f shock was employed. In
contradiction to previous findings with different performance demand
operationalizations, functional subjects showed a lower sexual response under the shock
threat condition than under the no threat condition. Dysfunctional males, however.
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responded equally under both conditions. The authors found it surprising that
performance demand did not significantly affect the physiological response o f sexually
dysfrmctional males considering the presumed relevance o f performance demand in
maintaining erectile failure. One has to wonder however, how equivalent the
performance demand manipulation in this study was to that o f previous studies. The
threat of shock seems much more fear-based an intervention than a request to try to
become aroused. With the exception of this finding, however, much o f the literature
indicates that sexually functional men respond well to performance demand while it
seems to have an inhibiting impact on dysfunctional men.
Drawing on Heiman et al’s (1983) findings o f a differential response to
performance demand between functional and dysfunctional individuals, Abrahamson,
Barlow, and Abrahamson (1989) hypothesized that perhaps performance demand was
processed qualitatively differently by the two groups. Previous literature (Farkas et al,
1979; Geer & Fuhr, 1976) had suggested that sexually functional individuals appeared to
be distracted by tasks unrelated to sexual performance (i.e.: natural tasks), while tasks
requiring focus on performance demands most often increased sexual arousal.
Dysfunctional individuals generally showed the opposite pattern, with lower arousal
during a performance demand situation and no effect in sexual response when presented
with neutral tasks. Abrahamson, Barlow, and Abrahamson (1989) designed an
investigation to compare directly a sexually relevant distracting condition to a sexually
neutral distracting condition with both functional and dysfunctional males. Three erotic
videotapes were employed with all subjects and each subject participated in all three
conditions: a performance demand (sexually relevant distraction condition), a neutral
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distraction, and a no distraction condition. In the performance demand condition,
subjects had access to their own visual genital feedback via a monitor. At the moment of
feedback, each subject was instructed to estimate the percentage o f full erection and to
judge whether or not the erection was sufficient for sexual intercourse. In the neutral
distraction condition, subjects were presented, via a monitor, a line which varied in length
and were asked to estimate and rate the length and width of the line based on a
percentage o f a “standard line” they were shown. In the no-distraction condition, only
the erotic video was presented. In the performance demand condition, physiological
arousal o f the functional individuals was significantly greater than that of dysfunctionals.
The performance demand condition also resulted in more arousal for functional men than
the neutral distraction. For both the neutral and the no-distraction conditions, no
differences between the two groups were found. So, again, support for the enhancing
effects o f performance demand on functional individuals and its diminishing effects on
dysfunctional individuals was found.
Bringing this research closer to its clinical applications, Rowland and Heiman
(1991) questioned the effect of traditional sex therapy on physiological and self-reported
sexual arousal in dysfunctional men. Pitting a performance demand against a sensate
focus manipulation, they compared dysfunctional men and functional men on arousal
capabilities following therapy. A sample o f 9 dysfunctional and 9 functional individuals
participated. The investigation consisted o f a pre- and post-therapy manipulation
assessment, with a 9 to 12 week treatment for the dysfimctionals falling between the two
assessments. In both pre- and post- therapy assessments, subjects were presented with 2
erotic audiotapes, each preceded by a different instructional set. Each set was either
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designed to elicit performance-demand or sensate focus (fully described above in Heiman
and Rowland, 1983) while physiological (penile strain gauge) and subjective arousal
(likert scales) measures were administered. After the first manipulation assessment, the
dysfunctional subjects underwent a treatment program for sexual disorders consisting of
skills training, cognitive rehearsal, sex myth exploration, interpersonal and sexual anxiety
reduction and arousal enhancement. Findings indicated that in the performance-demand
instruction condition, penile tumescence increased in functionals and slightly decreased
in dysfunctionals from pre- to post- therapy assessments. In contrast, higher self-reported
sexual arousal was found in dysfunctionals in the performance-demand instruction
condition than in the sensate-focus condition. The authors addressed this discrepancy
between physiological and subjective arousal for dysfunctionals in the performancedemand condition and stated that such a pattern is similar to that seen in Beck, Barlow, &
Sakheim’s (1983) research in which an inverse relationship between physiological and
subjective arousal emerged under self-attentional focus. The authors suggested that their
research might have been further indication o f the cognitive distortion (i.e. inverse
relationship between subjective and physiological arousal) that results from extreme selfmonitoring in situations involving performance demands. What is unclear regarding this
interpretation is why self-monitoring affects dysfunctional and functional subjects
differentially in a performance-demand situation.
The interference o f performance demand on sexual arousal has not been
definitively shown, as results remain mixed. Laboratory-manipulated performance
demand has been found to have I) no effect on functional subjects (Farkas, Sine, &
Evans, 1979; Lange et al, 1981), 2) an arousal inhibiting effect on functionals while not
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affecting dysfunctionals (Beck & Barlow, 1986), and 3) an arousal enhancing effect in
functionals coupled with an arousal inhibiting effect in dysfunctionals (Abrahamson,
Barlow, & Abrahamson, 1989; Heiman & Rowland, 1983). The first challenge in
evaluating performance demand is ensuring adequate operationalization within ethical
constraints. It is difficult to judge the extent to which this has been accomplished in any
one study. Real world validity remains a methodological dilemma in examining
performance demand. However, the research does appear to indicate, operationalization
caveats aside, that performance demand can enhance arousal for sexually functional
individuals and hinder it in dysfunctionals. Clearly, more studies are needed to increase
our confidence in this finding.

Attentional Focus Manipulations
Another aspect o f cognitive interference in sexual arousal that has received some
research attention has been that o f attentional focus during sexual activity. This has been
evaluated as focus upon oneself versus focus upon one’s partner during sexual
interactions (Beck, Barlow & Sakheim, 1983; Abrahamson, Barlow, Beck, Sakheim &
Kelly 1985). Self-focused attention has been linked with many disorders including but
not limited to sexual dysfunction (Ingram, 1990). Self-focus has historically been viewed
as exerting a deleterious effect on sexual arousal via the process o f distraction and was
labeled spectatoring by Masters and Johnson (1970).
Beck, Barlow, and Sakheim (1983) questioned the supposed deleterious effects of
self-focus in light o f the fact that one o f the hallmarks of sex therapy, sensate focus,
directs the sexually dysfunctional individual to attend quite specifically to their own
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sensations during a sexual interaction. Subjects in this study included sexually functional
and dysfunctional males. An explicit videotape served as the stimulus and physiological
measures o f sexual arousal were attained via a strain gauge. For all presentations, three
signal lights indicating the nartner’s level of responsiveness (highly aroused, not
significantly aroused, or ambiguous arousal) were shown. In half the presentations, each
subject was instructed to place himself in the role o f the male character in the film and to
indicate, via a scaled subjective lever, an estimate o f the male character’s level o f arousal
(self-directed condition). For the other half of the manipulations, each subject was
instructed to indicate, via the subjective lever, an estimate o f the female’s level o f sexual
arousal (partner-directed condition). Findings indicated that self-directed attention with
high partner-arousal (indicated by the light) resulted in significantly higher physiological
arousal for both functional and dysfunctional participants when compared to the other
two levels o f partner arousal. Additionally, for both dysfunctional and functional
subjects, partner-directed attention significantly lowered physiological arousal when the
light indicated low partner-arousal. For the dysfunctional group, self-focus produced
greater physiological arousal than did partner focus when partner arousal was high.
Functional subjects demonstrated the opposite pattern, demonstrating higher arousal
when focus was on highly aroused partner. The subjective data under the self-focus
condition also yielded between-group differences. Dysfunctionals estimated their highest
arousal to be during the ambiguous-partner-arousal condition whereas functionals
estimated their highest arousal as occurring during the high-partner-arousal condition.
Information attained in post-session interviews may help to interpret the above findings.
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Half of the dysfiinctional individuals reported that in actual sexual situations, a
highly aroused partner increased the pressure to perform, causing a diminishing effect on
arousal. Functional individuals reported that a highly aroused partner increased their
physiological responding. Beck et al (1983) suggested that pressure to perform may
decrease arousal through a process which distracts the individuals firom more erotic
cognitions and concluded that their findings suggested an attentional focus interaction
with perceptions and expectancies of partner arousal. They suggested that high partner
arousal may create a demand in dysfunctionals while low partner arousal is interpreted as
inability to arouse the partner, therefore ambiguous partner arousal produces optimal
sexual responding. The authors also concluded that the common therapies utilized
currently to treat dysfunction may be doing so by intervening in the complex cognitive
processes o f cognitive labeling, attentional focus and partner arousal level. Sensate focus
may operate by removing the individual from a negative self-expectancy concerning the
ability to become aroused whereas recommendations to focus upon one’s partner may
block this same expectancy cycle.
Abrahamson, Barlow, Beck, Sakheim & Kelly (1985), conducted a replication of
Beck, Barlow & Sakheim’s study (1983) only these authors utilized erotic audiotapes as
stimuli. In this study, attentional focus and partner responsiveness were embedded within
the context o f the audiotape, as the focus within the narrative was either on the male (i.e.
self-focus) or the female (i.e. partner-focus). Partner responsiveness was manipulated
within the audiotapes by statements regarding the female’s arousal level, low, high, or
ambiguous. All subjects were sexually functional males. Findings revealed that
physiological arousal was significantly higher under high-partner responsiveness with
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partner-focus when compared to self-focus. Post-stimuli questionnaires yielded valuable
information as well. Subjects consistently reported a higher level o f attentiveness under
the partner-focus condition. The authors suggested that this might imply that subjects
were more distracted in the self-focus condition, thereby supporting Masters and
Johnson’s (1970) concept of spectatoring. Abrahamson et al. (1985) stated that the
results o f their investigation confirmed past research that paitner responsiveness and
attentional focus do affect sexual responding.
In another investigation, Sakheim, Barlow, & Beck (1984) directly challenged the
theoretical basis o f spectatoring and sensate focus. The authors felt that it was unclear
how sensate focus had developed firom the idea o f spectatoring as it presented us with the
paradox that attentional focus directed toward self could be debilitating (spectatoring) as
well as facilitating (sensate focus). The authors suggested that perhaps differences in the
valence (positive or negative) between these two types o f self-directed attention may be a
contributing factor. Sensate focus usually directs attention toward the positive aspects of
responding whereas “spectatoring” is usually embedded within the negative context o f
focus on insufficient responding. Sakheim et al. (1984) hypothesized that sexual arousal,
both subjective and physiological, should decrease when self-directed attention is focused
on low responsiveness and increase when focused on high responsiveness. Subjects
consisted o f fimctional males and the stimuli utilized were low, moderate, and higharousing erotic films. Attentional focus was manipulated through the subjects’
availability o f viewing his erectile response. In one condition, the subject had full view
of his erectile response while in the other condition, the subject’s erectile response was
completely hidden fi*om his view. Physiological arousal decreased when subjects were
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able to view their erection only while viewing the low and moderately arousing films.
During the highly-arousing films, subjects demonstrated significantly higher arousal
when able to view their erections. The results supported the negative effects of self-focus
on arousal, but only during low to moderate arousal. At higher levels o f arousal, focus on
erection has an enhancing effect. Focus on erection during high arousal may provide
additional erotic cues and may create a positive feedback loop while focus on minimal
responding may increase distraction and decrease arousal further. The authors concluded
that Masters and Johnson’s predictions regarding the negative effects o f focus on erection
was supported, but only at low to moderate levels o f responding. Conclusions were also
drawn that awareness o f minimal responding may lead to distraction via performancerelated concerns whereas awareness o f high response may retain attention on sexual cues.
Beck and Barlow (1986a) manipulated the attentional focus o f both functional and
dysfunctional individuals during erotic film presentations within two conditions. For all
subjects, physiological response was measured with a penile strain gauge. In the
spectatoring focus condition, the subject was told to direct his attention toward his genital
response and to observe his response firom a third-person perspective. Subjects also were
instructed to estimate and rate via a lever, their degree o f physical arousal. In the sensate
focus condition, subjects were told to focus on their internal feelings and sensations o f
arousal, but to utilize the lever to rate internal feelings o f arousal rather than estimating
the degree o f genital arousal. As previously described, demand for performance was also
manipulated via a shock threat. Results indicated that under the shock condition, both
dysfunctional and functional individuals responded equivalently under sensate focus
instructions. The most startling finding, however, occurred under shock threat with
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spectator-focus instructions in which the dysfunctional group yielded higher tumescence.
This finding directly contrasts our current theories regarding possible etiological factors
in sexual dysfunction. It is difficult to understand why detachment coupled with fear
would result in arousal for dysfunctional individuals. According to current theory,
factors such as spectatoring and performance demand should be most detrimental to
dysfunctionals. Attentional focus alone (spectatoring or sensate focus) did not strongly
affect tumescence. Subjective arousal, however, did appear to be significantly affected
by attentional focus. Functional subjects reported higher subjective arousal during
sensate-focus instructions whereas the subjective arousal of dysfunctional subjects was
equivalent under both attentional focus conditions. Again, it is surprising that
spectatoring did not have a negative effect on the arousal of men with erectile
dysfunction.
Using a non-laboratory design, Fichten, Libman, Takefinan, & Brender (1988)
evaluated the effect of self-monitoring on the sexual behavior o f males with erectile
dysfunction. A commonly utilized assessment technique in sex therapy, self-monitoring
was hypothesized to increase spectator focus through the very nature of the assessment
technique. The subjects consisted o f 16 couples who had sought therapy for erectile
dysfunction. Both spouses participated in the monitoring by completing daily record
sheets regarding sexual activities and practices for three months. Findings indicated that
self-monitoring did not have a deleterious effect in either the couple’s relationship nor the
symptoms, and improvement was noted in all areas. The authors concluded that selfmonitoring may be acting in a positive manner by spotlighting positive sexual
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experiences. Unfortunately, because no non-self-monitoring control group was
employed, the role o f expectancy effects remains unknown.
The research on attentional focus and sexuality is very unclear and appears to be
fraught with contradictory findings. A number of investigations suggest that for
functional individuals, tumescence is facilitated by attention directed toward either self
arousal or toward a highly aroused partner (Sakheim, Barlow, & Beck, 1984). For
dysfunctional individuals, the effect of self-focus when arousal is high remains unknown
and sexual arousal appears to be diminished when focus is directed to a highly aroused
partner (Beck, Barlow, & Sakheim, 1983). Researchers have suggested (Beck, Barlow,
& Sakheim, 1983), that unlike functionals, dysfunctional males may experience a highly
responsive partner as pressure to perform. Self-focus in the form of monitoring has not
had the detrimental effect that would be expected given Masters and Johnson’s (1970)
paradigm for spectatoring (Fichten, 1988). However, when self-focus was
operationalized as an audiotaped self-arousal statement (Abrahamson et al. 1985), it did
appear to support Master’s and Johnson’s (1970) concept o f spectatoring as an intrusion.
One possible explanation for the contradictory/imclear results in the literature is
that the manipulations regarding self- vs. partner-focus are all differentially employed
across investigations. This difference within experimental design may account for some,
if not most o f the variation in the results. Regardless, it is obvious that the influence o f
attentional focus within the sexual situation is unclear and requires much more extensive
research.
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Instructional Set to Supress Arousal
One final laboratory manipulation found throughout the cognitive interference
literature is that o f an instructional set to suppress arousal. This manipulation has only
been conducted in male subjects and it is posited that the mechanism at work when
erection is suppressed is some form of mental distraction. If erection can be voluntarily
suppressed by utilizing distracting thoughts, then it would appear to be plausible that
erection could be suppressed involuntarily, as may be the case with sexually
dysfimctional males, by similar distracting thoughts.
In 1969, researchers began to question whether penile erection was an exclusively
involuntary reflex, or if lliere were perhaps some type o f voluntary control involved
(Laws & Rubin, 1969). Using functional male subjects and videotaped erotic stimuli.
Laws & Rubin (1969) required their subjects to either do nothing to inhibit erectile
response while viewing the films or to avoid an erection by any means except blocking
the film from view. Results indicated that when told not to inhibit response, subjects
produced full erections, but when told to suppress erection, no subject reached full
erection. Laws & Rubin (1969) postulated that because subjects were able to control
their erections on the basis o f an instructional set, the data supported voluntary control
over erectile response. When subjects were questioned regarding what type o f strategy
they used to inhibit erection, all subjects reported utilizing distracting thoughts which
required concentration, such as recalling multiplication tables or the lyrics to a song. The
data presented by Laws & Rubin (1969) appeared to support the contention that
distracting thoughts can inhibit erection.
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Abel, Barlow, Blanchard, & Mavissakalian (1975), examined the same
instructional set on a male homosexual population. They found that subjects presented
with videotaped stimuli were able to suppress erection, however 14 of 20 subjects
presented with audiotaped stimuli were unable to suppress erection. The authors
suggested that perhaps auditory stimuli competes more directly with thoughts and images
than does videotaped stimuli, making suppression o f erection by cognitive distraction
more difficult in this condition. This investigation again buttresses the speculation that
cognitive distraction is crucial to voluntary suppression o f erection.
In a replication and extension o f this work, Abel, Blanchard & Barlow (1981),
examined a paraphilic subject sample including pedophiles, rapists, exhibitionists and
sado-masochists. These authors again confirmed previous findings that with the aid o f
their instructional set to inhibit arousal, subjects were able to effectively suppress
erections.
Considering the literature regarding suppression of erection consistently validates
the ability to voluntarily suppress erection, the effect o f instructional set appears clear.
The assumption that erection is suppressed through a form o f mental distraction appears
also to be supported when evaluating subjects’ responses regarding their method of
erection-suppression (Laws & Rubin, 1969). Again, it therefore appears to be very
plausible that involuntary distraction, as may be present in dysfimctional males, could
accoimt for some arousal difficulties.
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Non-Laboratory Studies
There have been very few non-laboratory studies on cognitive interference and
sexual arousal. In contrast to the laboratory studies, most of these investigations have
been conducted on female samples and the recent focus has been on the interference
posed by negative body image. The theory behind the relationship between body image
and cognitive interference posits that thoughts about body-appearance during sexual
interaction may serve as a form of cognitive distraction from the erotic environmental
cues present within the sexual situation.
Exploring body image and extending the laboratory work of Barlow (1985), Faith
& Schare (1993) evaluated the ability to predict frequency of sexual behavior from
measures of self-focused spectatoring. In this investigation, self-focused spectatoring
was operationalized as scores on the body image scale of the Derogatis Sexual
Functioning Inventory (DSFI) (Derogatis, 1976), which assesses the extent o f positive or
negative body image. The authors posited that endorsement of a higher number of
negative statements to describe their bodies would be indicative o f self-focused attention
or spectatoring in subjects and that sexual avoidance would be more prominent in these
individuals. Subjects included both male and female undergraduate and graduate
students. Results indicated that females were significantly more negative in their body
conceptualizations than were male subjects. However, body image scores were equally
significant predictors o f sexual frequency for both male and female subjects; those
subjects perceiving their bodies in more negative terms tended to be more sexually
avoidant. The authors concluded that their data supported Masters and Johnson’s
contention that spectatoring, conceptualized as negative fixation on the body, was
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correlated with an avoidance of many sexual behaviors. Several caveats are in order in
interpreting this data. First, the authors hypothesized that negative body image would
automatically imply a negative self-focused attention. It is possible that some individuals
with negative body images may have chosen not to self-focus specifically because o f this
negative body conceptualization, therefore a spectatoring explanation would not apply. It
is somewhat o f a leap to assume that body image scores directly indicate cognitive
interference during sexual activity. Second, this study assumed that negative body image
resulted in sexual avoidance, when in fact the study could not determine the directionality
o f the implied causal relationship. It could be that not engaging in sex often leads to
negative body image. Third, these authors examined negative body image as it relates to
sexually avoidant behavior rather than sexual dysfunction. It is possible that an
individual with negative body image may engage in sexual behavior, therefore not
classifying the individual as avoidant, however this individual’s negative body image
may be an influential factor in their ability to function sexually when active.
Nonetheless, Faith and Schare’s (1993) data do support the role of body image as an
influential factor in sexual behavior and a possible source o f cognitive interference.
Trapnell, Meston, and Gorzalka (1997), replicated the Faith and Schare (1993)
investigation, but concluded that other factors could accoimt for the correlation between
body image and sexual experience. These authors hypothesized that the self-valence,
rather than simply the focus upon self, may be a more relevant factor in the sexually
restraining effects o f negative body image. They tested this hypothesis by evaluating the
trait o f flirtatiousness, which has been theoretically linked to high levels o f self-fbcus but
has been evaluated by the individual in a positive context. Their study utilized male and
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female subjects and employed a range o f measures including the DSFI, measures o f self
focus, body image, and flirtatiousness. The results of their study were similar to Faith
and Schare’s (1993) findings in that body image was foimd to be predictive o f sexual
experience (frequency). Both among men and women, poor body image was negatively
correlated with sexual experience and flirtatiousness, and flirtatiousness was positively
correlated with sexual experience. However, they concluded that the chronic selffocus/spectatoring explanation (Faith and Schare, 1993) o f this finding appeared to be
unwarranted; the more self-focused women claimed to be, the more positive their body
images. The authors concluded that factors associated with body-valance rather than
self-focus were mediating the association between body image and sexual experience.
In a correlational design. Dove and Wiederman (2000), attempted to examine
retrospectively reported appearance-based cognitive interference in women during sexual
interactions. They administered a questioimaire covering two types of potential
distracters, sexual performance cognitions and bodily appearance cognitions during
sexual activity. Initial principle components factor analysis revealed two separate factors,
performance- and appearance-based cognitive distracters. However, the appearancebased distraction accounted for little additional variance. The authors offered the
interpretation that perhaps their female subjects believed that being attractive was
equivalent to performing well as a sexual partner simply by acting as a visual stimulus.
Dove and Wiederman (2000) suggested that these beliefs may be socially-imposed and
may not be present in men because o f lesser societal emphasis on appearance within this
population. One major limitation to this investigation was the relatively small subject-tovariable ratio (i.e. 20 variables to 74 subjects) used in the factor analysis. This ratio
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poses problems considering the results are unstable and could easily vary from sample to
sample.

Conclusion and Study Proposal
Despite the varied and sometimes confusing results of the empirical literature on
the role of cognitive interference, two facts remain clear. The research has centered
predominantly on men and conclusions have been reached almost exclusively on the
basis o f laboratory manipulations o f both arousal and cognitive interference, with
questionable real-world validity. It is difficult to know why female sexual arousal has
been neglected to this extent, but there are strong theoretical reasons (both physiological
and psychological) to posit that male sexual arousal may not be an appropriate analog for
female processes. The operationalization o f cognitive interference in the laboratory also
poses a problem in that the actual content o f cognitive interference during sex remains
unknown, and is likely to be radically different from mathematical tasks, tallying of
auditory tones, and the threat of shock, all o f which have been used to create distraction
in laboratory settings. These two problems in the research are all the more concerning
because, with very few exceptions, research into the psychological mechanisms of
arousal has been almost inactive in the last decade.
In an initial attempt to re-animate this area of research, increase our knowledge of
female sexual arousal, and to focus on the actual content o f cognitive interference during
sex, the present study investigated Dove and Wiederman’s (2000) two hypothesized
cognitive distracters, performance- and appearance-based in an attempt to determine if
there were gender differences in the content o f cognitive interference during sex. This
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study was the first in the literature focusing on gender differences in the content of
cognitive interference and there was strong theoretical reasoning to predict that a specific
pattern of gender differences would be found. Because women are taught at a very early
age that physical appearance is o f primary importance (Rodin & Striegel-Moore, 1985),
and because society’s increasingly difficult to attain “physical ideal” is omnipresent in
our culture, it would appear likely that this focus may have an impact on female
sexuality. Males, on the other hand, do not appear to be under equal societal pressure
with regard to a male “ideal body” type (Rodin & Striegel-Moore, 1985). However, men
are particularly affected by demand for performance (Kaplan, 1974). It has been cited
that in sexual dysfunction, obsessive concern over adequate sexual performance plays a
major contributory role, distracting the individual from erotic sensations (Hawton. 1985).
Kaplan (1974) suggests that a woman can comply more easily in a performance-demand
situation by engaging in sexual contact without sufficient arousal. However, men must
produce erections, and thus demands for performance may be more damaging.
Based on the aforementioned theoretical reasoning, the main hypothesis o f this
study was that women would report a higher level of appearance-based cognitive
distracters during recalled sexual activity than would men. The second hypothesis was
that men would have a higher level o f performance-interference distraction during
recalled sexual activity than would women. The third hypothesis was that women would
report higher appearance-based distraction than performance-based distraction and that
men would report more performance-based than appearance-based distraction. Finally,
our fourth hypothesis was that the experience o f cognitive distraction o f either variety
would be predicted by other aspects o f sexuality. Derogatis (1998) has described
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sexuality as a multidetermined behavior and has suggested it is comprised o f a complex
interplay of cognitive, emotional, and experiential factors. Because each o f these factors
is theoretically influential, examining the relationship of each to cognitive interference
seemed relevant. Specifically, we predicted that cognitive interference would be
associated with lower levels of knowledge about sex, less sexual experience, more
conservative attitudes toward sex, negative affect, negative body image, lower sexual
satisfaction, sexual dysfunction, and psychological distress. Gender differences in the
content of cognitive distraction may indicate that the current therapy techniques may not
apply equally to men and women. Given that most therapy techniques including
spectatoring and sensate focus were originally derived from the treatment of male sexual
problems such as erectile difficulties and the concept of performance demand,
(Wiederman, 2001) utilizing this therapy for women may not be very effective. If
women are more distracted by appearance-based thoughts, sensate focus, which directs
attention back towards sensations and feelings o f the body, may not address the
underlying dissatisfaction with bodily appearance. Furthermore, sensate focus may
exacerbate the problem, considering women are being told to focus on their body, which
may be the very object associated with their sexual problems.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODS
Participants
Male (N=220) and female (N=237) subjects were recruited from introductory
psychology courses at UNLV. Each participant received research credit for participation
in the experiment.

Measures
Subjects completed a questionnaire packet consisting o f a variety o f sexuality
measures described below. The subjects’ demographic background, sexual functioning,
sexual satisfaction, and retrospective self-report of cognitive distraction during sexual
activity, as well as several other constructs assumed to be related to sexuality were
assessed.
Cognitive Interference
Cognitive interference as separated into two distinct areas o f concern, appearancebased and performance-based, was evaluated by utilizing a scale developed by Dove and
Wiederman (2000). Dove and Wiederman generated 20 items intended to examine
cognitive distraction during sexual situations, 10 o f which focus on appearance- and 10 o f
which focus on performance-concems. Each o f the 10 items for both areas of concern
(i.e. appearance and performance) can be summed to reflect a distinct score in that area.
30
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Additionally, all 20 items can be summed to yield an overall cognitive interference score.
Higher scores on this scale indicate a lower level o f cognitive interference. This scale has
not been psychometrically evaluated, therefore its properties remain unknown.
Sexual Function
To assess the sexual functioning of the subjects, the Global Sexual Functioning: a
single summary score for Nowinski and LoPiccolo’s Sexual History Form (SHF) Scale
(Creti, Fichten, Amsel, Brender, Schover, Kalogeropoulos & Libman, 1988) was used.
This scale was designed to enhance the utility o f the SHF by developing a scoring system
that generates a single summary score regarding sexual functioning labeled Global
Sexual Functioning. The subjects completed the 46-item SHF and a global sexual
functioning score was calculated (higher scores indicate more dysfunction). The global
sexual functioning score has demonstrated very good reliability. The temporal stability
o f the global sexual functioning score at a 2-week interval while utilizing a sample of
older married women and men was .92 for the women and .98 for the men. Internal
consistency for the global sexual functioning scores for men using Cronbach’s alpha has
been reported at .65. The internal consistency for women utilizing item-total correlations
demonstrates r values between .18 to .85, the majority o f which fall within .50 to .70. The
global sexual functioning score has demonstrated strong validity as well, differentiating
between sexually functional and sexually dysfunctional males and responding to changes
in the course o f therapy. The global sexual functioning score in female samples has been
documented as worse for women diagnosed with sexual dysfunction than for sexually
functional women.
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Hypothesized Correlates o f Sexual Function
To asses a variety o f constructs that have been theoretically linked to sexuality,
the Derogatis Sexual Functioning Inventory (DSFI) (Derogatis, 1976) which measures
constructs believed to be fundamental to successful sexual functioning (i.e.: drive, body
image, satisfaction) was administered. The DSFI assesses the individual’s current state
o f sexual functioning and is composed o f 254 items arranged into 10 subtests. The ten
subtests include the following: Information, Experiences, Drive, Attitudes, Psychological
Symptoms, Affects, Gender Role Definition, Fantasy, Body Image and Sexual
Satisfaction. Only the following eight o f these subtests were administered in this study.
The Information subtest assesses the subject’s knowledge of the fundamental facts about
the anatomy, physiology, and general hygiene o f sexual functioning. The Experiences
subtest indicates the overall sexual experience of the subject, ranging from fundamental
to relatively advanced. The Attitudes subscale reflects the subjects’ attitudes towards
sexuality, ranging from liberal to conservative. Higher scores on this subscale indicate
more liberal sexual attitudes. The Psychological Symptoms subscale evaluates
psychological distress along nine major symptom dimensions. The Affect subscale
assesses eight mood dimensions, ranging from positive to negative affect. A higher score
on this subscale indicates more positive affect. The Fantasy subscale measures fantasy
level via 20 fantasy themes. The Body Image Subscale contains 15 items, ten o f which
are completed by all subjects, and 5 gender-specific items for each o f the sexes. Higher
scores on this subscale indicate a lower overall body image. The Sexual Satisfaction scale
measures the subject’s sexual satisfaction level. Published studies suggest that the DSFI
is a highly reliable and valid measure o f sexual functioning. Internal consistency o f the
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DSFI has been cited between .60 to .97, and 2-week test-retest coefficients range from
the high .70s to the low .90s. There have been over 4 dozen published studies examining
the validity o f DSFI, the majority o f which found the DSFI to be highly sensitive to
naturally occurring and disease-induced interference with sexual fimctioning.

Procedures
Formal approval for this study was obtained from the International Review Board (IRB)
Conunittee at the University o f Nevada, Las Vegas. At the time o f signing up for the
experiment, subjects only had the knowledge that they would receive participation credit
as part of the requirement for an Introduction to Psychology course. The nature o f the
experiment was not disclosed at this time in an effort to prevent obtaining a biased
subject sample. After arrival at the testing site, the nature of the study was disclosed and
subjects were informed that participation was volimtary and could be terminated at any
point during the experiment without having a detrimental effect on participation credit.
Groups of approximately 15 to 25 subjects were given a questionnaire packet, which was
completed in the presence o f a researcher. Subjects were informed that all accumulated
data would remain anonymous. After completion of the questionnaire packet, subjects
placed the packets into a box located at the front o f the room and were given a
participation slip verifying the earned credit.
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CHAPTER 4

RESULTS
Sample Description
A total o f 623 participants completed the questionnaire packet. Analyses,
however, were limited to individuals who had coital experience and were under the age
o f 30. The final sample thus consisted o f 457 participants; 220 men and 237 women,
78% o f whom were between 18-20 years. The majority of the participants were
Caucasian, college freshmen or sophomores, and currently involved in a steady romantic
relationship ranging in length from 1 to 80 months (see Table 1.0). Tests o f significance
(ANOVA, Chi Square Analyses) were performed on all socio-demographic data to
determine if men and women differed significantly on any socio-demographic variable.
Men and women differed in age, relationship status and length o f relationship. Men were
slightly older (M = 20.10 SD = 2.33) than women (M = 19.59 SD = 2.20), [F(l, 455) =
5.786, B < .05]. Women were more likely than men to be currently involved in a steady
relationship [%2 (4, N = 457) = 34.14, b < .001] and women were foimd to be involved in
a relationship for significantly more months (M = 12.73 SD = 15.78) than were men (M =
8.33 SD = 15.26), [F(l, 455) = 9.15, b < .01]. hi relevant analyses performed on the
dependent variables, length o f relationship was not factored in as a covariate, as it was
not considered a “noise” variable and its influence was controlled for in all regression

34
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Table 1.0

Demographic Characteristics o f Participants (N = 457)

Characteristic

n

%

18-20

358

78.3

21-23

62

13.6

24-26

21

4.6

27-29

16

3.4

Freshmen

270

59.1

Sophomore

120

26.2

Junior

47

10.3

Senior

19

4.2

Other

1

0.2

African-American

52

11.4

Asian-American

65

14.2

Caucasian

268

58.7

Hispanic-American

43

9.4

Other

29

6.3

Age at time of survey (years)

Year o f study

Ethnicity
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Table 1.0 (Continued)

Characteristic

n

%

No Partner/No Casual Dating

96

21.0

Steady Partner/Not living together

203

44.4

Steady Partner/Living together

46

10.1

0

208

45.5

1-20

160

35.1

21-40

65

14.0

41-60

18

3.8

61-80____________

6

1.3

Current Relationship Status

Length o f Relationship (months)
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analyses. Relationship status was not controlled for, as it is accounted for by the length
o f relationship variable (where 0 indicates no current steady relationship). Age was not
used as a covariate or entered into the regression analyses, as the difference was small
and likely due to power.
A series o f frequencies were conducted to determine the extent of sexual
dysfunction and difficulties in the sample as a matter o f descriptive and epidemiological
interest (See Table 2.0). There were very low levels o f sexual dysfunction reported. The
most prevalent difficulty reported by women was orgasmic difficulty and the most
prevalent male sexual dysfunction reported was premature ejaculation.

Cognitive Interference
Gender differences in the means and standard deviations for each item on the
cognitive interference scale are presented in Table 3.0. To test for gender differences in
the content o f cognitive interference, two ANOVAs were performed. A Bonferroni
correction was applied (.05/2 = .025) therefore, only comparisons at the level of .025
were considered significant. As shown in Table 4.0 and 4.1, when comparing men and
women on cognitive interference due to appearance concerns, women reported
significantly more appearance-based cognitive interference than men. However, when
comparing men and women on cognitive interference due to performance concerns, men
failed to report more performance-based interference than women (see Tables 4.0 and
4.2).
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Table 2.0

Extent of Sexual Dvsfunction/DifSculties in the Sample

Disorder
Implied
Hyposexual
Desire
Disorder

SHF Item

Arousal
Disorder

6) How often do you
experience sexual desire?

16) When you have sex with
your mate do you feel sexually
aroused?
Orgasmic
24) If you try, is it possible to
Disorder
reach orgasm through
masturbation?
Orgasmic
23) If you try, is it possible for
Disorder
you to reach orgasm through
having your genitals caressed
by your mate?
Orgasmic
25) If you try, is it possible for
Disorder
you to reach orgasm through
sexual intercourse?
Orgasmic
27) Can you reach orgasm
Disorder
during sexual intercourse if, at
(women
the same time, your genitals
only)
are being caressed (by yourself
or mate with a vibrator, etc)?
Vaginismus 29) Is the female’s vagina so
"dry” or tight that intercourse
cannot occur?
Dyspareunia 30) Do you feel pain in your
genitals (sexual parts) during
intercourse?
Erectile
18) Does the male have any
Disorder
trouble getting an erection
before intercourse begins?
Erectile
19) Does the male have any
Disorder
trouble keeping an erection
once intercourse has begun?

Response(s)
Endorsed
7) Once a month
8) Less than once a
month
9) Not at all
4) Seldom
5) Never

Percentage
Endorsed
Females Males
11.8%
2.3%
Females
1.7%

Males
1.4%

4) Seldom
5) Never

Females
29.4%

Males
30.7%

4) Seldom
5) Never

Females
20.4%

Males
13.0%

5) Seldom
6) Never

Females
26.0%

Males
1.4%

5) Seldom
6) Never

Females
13.3%

Males
N/A

5) Usually
6) Nearly Always

Females
3.0%

Males
N/A

5) Usually
6) Nearly Always

Females
3.8%

Males
0%

5) Usually
6) Nearly Always

Females
N/A

Males
1.0%

5) Usually
6) Nearly Always

Females
N/A

Males
1.9%
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Table 2.0 (Continued)

Disorder
Implied
Erectile
Disorder

Premature
Ejaculation
Sexual
Aversion

SHF Item
21) What is the male’s typical
degree o f erection during
sexual activity?
11) Do you feel that premature
ejaculation (rapid climax) is a
problem in your sexual
relationship?
17) When you have sex with
your mate, do you have
negative emotional reactions?

Response(s)
Endorsed
1) 0-20% of full
erection
2) 20-40% o f full
erection
I) yes

Percentage
Endorsed
Females Males
N/A
1%

Females
N/A

Males
15%

5) Usually
6) Nearly Always

Females
3.4%

Males
1%

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

40
Table 3.0

Cognitive Interference Item Break Down

Cognitive Interference Item

Males

Females

M = 4.55

SD = 1.21

M = 3.92

SD = 1.47

M = 4.45
2) While engaged in sexual activity, I
worry that my partner is not enjoying the
way I am touching his/her body.
3) During sexual activity, I worry the
M = 5.25
whole time that my partner will get
turned off by seeing my body without
clothes.
4) It is difficult not to think about
M = 4.13
whether my movements during sexual
activity are pleasing to my parmer.
5) I can only quit worrying about how
M = 4.84
my body looks to my parmer if it is dark
during sexual activity.
6) I am usually worried about my
M = 3.93
partner’s satisfaction with my actions
while engaged in sexual activity.
7) During sexual activity, it is difGcult
M = 5.20
not to think about how unattractive my
body is.

SI) ==1.11

M = 4.55

SD = 1.18

S D = .96

M = 4.96

SD = 1.33

SD = 1.38

M = 4.16

SD = 1.44

SD = 1.39

M = 4.13

SD = 1.68

SD = 1.44

M = 4.26

SD = 1.34

SD = 1.00

M = 4.61

SD = 1.40

8) I often worry about the way I am
behaving toward my partner during
sexual activity.

M = 4.47

SD = 1.27

M = 4.68

SD = 1.17

9) It is difficult to enjoy sex because of
M = 5.39
my concerns over how appealing my
body is to my parmer.
10) During sexual interactions, I am
M = 4.63
concerned that my level o f activity is not
satisfying my partner.

S D = .84

M = 5.08

SD = 1.09

SD = 1.10

M = 4.66

SD = 1.20

11) While nude in front o f a partner, I
can’t help but think about how
unattractive my body is.

SD = 1.00

M = 4.45

SD = 1.47

1) During sexual activity, I am worried
about how my body looks to my parmer.

M = 5.10
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Table 3.0 (continued)

Cognitive Interference Item

Males

Females

12) While engaged in sexual activity
with a partner, I think too much about
the way I am moving.
13) Dining sexual activity, I am
distracted by thoughts about how I look
to my partner.

M = 4.78

SD = 1.00

M = 4.75

SD = 1.12

M = 5.20

SD = .96

M =4.78

SD = 1.24

14) Thoughts about whether my actions
are satisfying my partner distract me
during sexual activity.
15) If the lights are on during sexual
activity, I worry too much about how
appealing my body is to my parmer.
16) During sexual activity, 1 think too
much about whether my partner is happy
with the way I am touching his/her
body.
17) During sexual activity, I can focus
on my pleasure much more if I am in a
position such that my parmer can not see
my body.
18) While engaged in sexual activity, I
am distracted by thoughts regarding
what my partner thinks about my
behavior.
19) I can only quit worrying about how
my body looks to my partner if there are
covers over my body during sexual
activity.
20) Overall, during sexual activity, I am
distracted by thoughts about my sexual
performance.

M = 4.88

SD=1.01

M = 4.80

SD = 1.17

M = 5.19

SD = .98

M = 4.46

SD = 1.44

M = 4.61

SD = 1.01

M = 4.62

SD = 1.20

M = 5.25

SD = .98

M = 4.76

SD = 1.36

M = 4.96

SD = .90

M = 4.94

SD = 1.10

M = 5.32

SD = 1.07

M = 4.75

SD = 1.42

M = 4.82

SD = 1.00

M = 4.81

SD = 1.11

Note.
Scores range from 1 (always) to 6 (never)
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Table 4.0 Cognitive Interference Mean Scores as a Function o f Gender
Source

M

SD

Male
Female

51.28
45.89

7.97
11.42

Performance-Based Interference
Male
Female

45.66
46.22

8.43
10.10

Appearance-Based Interference

Note.
Higher scores indicate less cognitive interference
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Table 4.1 Analysis o f Variance o f Appearance-Based Interference as a Function of
Gender
Source

df

SS

MS

F

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

1
455
456

3317.67
39640.01
39676.25

3317.67
87.12

33.78***

Note.
***EL<.001
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Table 4.2 Analysis of Variance o f Performance-Based Interference as a Function of
Gender
Source

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

1
455
456

SS

MS

F

36.24
39640.01
39676.25

36.24
87.12

.42ns
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Paired sample t-tests were conducted to determine the within gender difference between
appearance-based and performance-based interference. There was no significant
difference foimd between the two types o f interference in the female sample. Males,
however, endorsed more performance-based interference (M = 45.66, SD = 8.43) than
appearance-based interference (M = 51.28, SD = 7.97), [t (219) = -12.06, e < .001].

Predictors o f Cognitive Interference
Entire Sample
To investigate the unique contribution o f gender, sexual satisfaction, sexual
fantasies, sexual experiences, knowledge of sexuality, affect, psychological distress, and
sexual attitudes in predicting performance interference and appearance-based
interference, two regression analyses were performed on the combined sample of men
and women (one for appearance-based interference and one for performance-based
interference). Body image and sexual dysfunction were not included in these analyses
because the male and female versions o f these scales were non-equivalent, making cross
gender comparisons impossible. Length of relationship was also entered into the
regression equation so that its influence could be controlled, allowing a clearer view of
the unique contribution of the variables o f interest. A Bonferroni correction was applied
(.05/2 = .025) therefore, only comparisons at the level o f .025 were considered
significant. All nine predictors were entered simultaneously into the multiple regression
equation in both regression analyses, hi predicting performance interference using the
entire sample, the regression equation was significant jT (9,447) = 24.516, g < .001] and
accounted for 32% o f the variance (see Tables 5.0 and 5.1). However, only

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CD
■D

O
Q .
C

g

Q .

■D
CD

W
o'
3
0
3
C/)

CD

8

■D

(O '

3"
13

Table 5.0

Means. Standard Deviations and Intercorrelations for Cognitive Interference and Predictor Variables Using
Combined Male and Female Sample

Variable
I) Performance
Interference
2) Appearance
Interference
3) Gender

M
46.0

SD
9.3

48.5

10.3

1.52

0.5

4) Positive
Sexual Attitudes
5) Psychological
Distress
6) Positive Affect

19.5

14.2

0.79

0.6

1.47

1.0

18.8

2.9

20.1

3.5

6.4

3.5

7.7

1.9

10.6

15.7

2
.64**

3
-.03
.26**

4
-.13**

.41**

6
-.39**

7
-.07

8
-.15**

-.16**

.37**

-.34**

-.10*

-.18**

-10*

.05

-.02

5

.06

-.06

9
.13**

10
-.48**

II
-.17**

.06

-.37**

-.16**

-.13**

.02

.14**
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7) Sexual
Knowledge
8) Sexual
Experiences
9) Sexual
Fantasies
10) Sexual
Satisfaction
II) Length of
Relationship

-.11*

.11*

.38**

.30**

.36**

.15**

.01

-.65**

-.15**

-.15**

.12*

-.36**

-.06

-.10*

.32**

.09

.24**

.17**

.09

.28**

.17**

.16**

.07

.07
.21**

-10*

-.05
.14**

Note.
♦ E < .05
E < 01
Note.
The directionality of the correlations for the two types of interference were reversed in this table so that higher cognitive
interference is reflected by higher scores. The correlation for which this reversal was not necessary was the one between
the two types of interference

47
Table 5.1 Regression Analysis Summary for Performance Interference and Predictor
Variables Using Combined Male and Female Sample
Variable

Gender
Positive Sexual Attitudes
Psychological Distress
Positive Affect
Sexual Knowledge
Sexual Experiences
Sexual Fantasies
Sexual Satisfaction
Length o f Relationship

B

SEE

b

-0.51
-5.5 E-03
2.68
-1.3
0.16
-0.13
.22
-1.66
-5.2 E-02

0.74
0.03
0.79
0.47
0.14
0.11
0.12
0.21
0.02

-0.03
-0.08
0.18 **
-0.14 ♦♦
0.05
-0.05
0.09
-.33 ***
-0.09

Note.
* * E < .0 1

* * * E < .0 0 1
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psychological distress, affect, and sexual satisfaction were unique predictors; as
psychological distress increased, performance interference increased and as positive
affect and sexual satisfaction increased, performance-interference decreased. No other
predictors contributed significantly to the variance. In predicting appearance-based
interference, the regression equation was also significant [F (9,447) = 21.961, p < .001]
and accoimted for 29% o f the variance (see Tables 5.0 and 5.2). However, only gender,
psychological distress, affect, sexual satisfaction, and length of relationship were unique
predictors; as psychological distress increased, appearance-interference increased and as
positive affect, sexual satisfaction, and length o f relationship increased, appearanceinterference decreased. No other predictors contributed significantly to the variance.

Gender Specific Analyses
To investigate the gender-specific contribution of sexual satisfaction, sexual
functioning, sexual attitudes, sexual fantasies, sexual experiences, psychological distress,
affect, knowledge o f sexuality, and body image in predicting performance interference
and appearance-based interference, separate regression analyses were also performed for
both men and women separately. Length o f relationship was also entered into the
regression equation so that its influence could be controlled, allowing a clearer view of
the unique contribution o f the variables o f interest. A Bonferroni correction was applied
(.05/2 = .025) therefore, only comparisons at the level o f .025 were considered
significant. All ten predictors were entered simultaneously into the multiple regression
equation in all four analyses.
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Table 5.2 Regression Analysis Summary for Appearance Interference and Predictor
Variables Using Combined Male and Female Sample
Variable

B

5.64
Gender
Positive Sexual Attitudes -5.5 E-02
Psychological Distress
2.51
Positive Affect
-1.31
Sexual Knowledge
-5.4 E-02
Sexual Experiences
-0.19
Sexual Fantasies
.24
Sexual Satisfaction
-1.21
Length o f Relationship -8.70 E-02

SEB

b

0.83
0.03
0.89
0.52
0.16
0.13
0.13
0.24
0.03

0.28 ***
-0.08
0.15 **
-0.13 *
-0.02
-0.07
0.08
-.22
-0.13

Note.
** p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
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Women Only
The following 2 equations were conducted using women only to predict the two types of
interference. In predicting performance interference, the regression equation was
significant [F (10,226) = 19.290, e < .001] and accounted for 44% o f the variance (see
Tables 6.0 and 6.1). However, only psychological distress, sexual satisfaction, and body
image were unique predictors; as psychological distress and negative body image
increased, appearance-interference increased and as sexual satisfaction increased,
interference declined. No other predictors contributed significantly to the variance. In
predicting appearance-based interference the regression equation was significant [F (10,
226) = 18.101, E < 001] and accounted for 42% o f the variance (see Tables 6.0 and 6.2).
However, only psychological distress, body-image, and length o f relationship were
unique predictors; as psychological distress and negative body-image increased,
appearance-interference increased and as length o f relationship increased, interference
decreased. No other predictors contributed significantly to the variance.
Men Only
The following 2 equations were conducted using men only to predict the 2 types o f
interference. In predicting performance interference, the regression equation was
significant [F (10,209) = 12.740, e < 001] and accounted for 35% o f the variance (see
Tables 7.0 and 7.1). However, only sexual attitudes, sexual satisfaction, and body image
were unique predictors; as liberal sexual attitudes and sexual satisfaction increased,
performance-interference decreased and as negative body image increased, interference
increased. No other predictors contributed significantly to the variance. In predicting
appearance-based interference, the regression equation was significant [F (10,209) =
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Means. Standard Deviations and Intercorrelations for Cognitive Interference and Predictor Variables Using
Female Sample Only

Variable
1) Performance
Interference
2) Appearance
Interference
3) Positive
Sexual Attitudes
4) Psychological
Distress
5) Positive Affect

M
46.2

SD
lO.I

45.9

11.4

18.2

14.3

0.8

0.6

1.5

1.0

6) Sexual
Knowledge
7) Sexual
Experiences
8) Sexual
Fantasies
9) Sexual
Satisfaction
10) Sexual
Dysfunction
II) Negative
Body Image
12) Length of
Relationship

19.0

3.0

19,9

3.4

6.0

3.7

7.8

2.0

0.5

0.1

21.2

9.1

12.7

15.8

2
.69**

3
-.14*

4
.52**

5
-.44**

6
-.15*

7
-.17**

8
.10

9
-.50**

10
.22**

11
.43**

12
-.23**

-.13

.41**

-.34**

-.12

-.14*

.10

-.32**

.15*

.58**

-.22**

.39**

.16*

-.32**

.21**

.35**

.05

.31**

-.11

.33**

-.06

-.42**

.09

.28**

,16*

-.18**

-.04

.04

.33**

.15*

-.36**

-.13*

.18**

-.35**

-.02

-.31**

-.23**

-.05

.08
-.64**

.36**

.36**

-.17*

-.06

.05

.04

-.14*

-.11

.07
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.27**

-.11

.12

-.05
.20**
-.09
-.10

Note.
* E < .05 *♦ E < .01
Note.
The directionality of the correlations for the two types of interference were reversed in this table so that higher cognitive
interference is reflected by higher scores. The correlation for which this reversal was not necessary was the one between
the two types of interference
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Table 6.1 Regression Analysis Summary for Performance Interference and Predictor
Variables Using Female Sample Only
Variable

Positive Sexual Attitudes
Psychological Distress
Positive Affect
Sexual Knowledge
Sexual Experiences
Sexual Fantasies
Sexual Satisfaction
Sexual Dysfunction
Negative Body Image
Length o f Relationship

B

-1.7 E-02
4.68
-.40
-7.9 E-02
-.11
.17
-1.3
7.02
.27
-6.4 E-02

SEB

.04
1.10
.68
.19
.17
.17
.29
5.04
.06
.03

b

-.02
.29
-.04
-.02
-.04
.06
-.26
.08
.24
-.10

Note.
***E<.001
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Table 6.2 Regression Analysis Summary for Appearance Interference and Predictor
Variables Using Female Sample Only
Variable

B

Positive Sexual Attitudes -3.9 E-02
Psychological Distress
4.14
Positive Affect
.95
Sexual Knowledge
-.16
Sexual Experiences
-7.6 E-02
Sexual Fantasies
.34
Sexual Satisfaction
-.48
Sexual Dysfunction
5.66
Negative Body Image
.63
Length o f Relationship
-8.5 E-02

SEB

b

.05
1.26
.78
.22
.19
.19
.33
5.79
.07
.04

-.05
.23
.08
-.04
-.02
.11
-.09
.06
.50
-.12

Note.
** p < .05 ** E < .01 ***E < 001
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' Table 7.0

Means. Standard Deviations and Intercorrelations for Cognitive Interference and Predictor Variables Using
Male Sample Only

Variable
1) Performance
Interference
2) Appearance
Interference
3) Positive
Sexual Attitudes
4) Psychological
Distress
5) Positive Affect

M
45.7

SD
8.4

51.3

8.0

21.0

14.0

0.8

0.6

1.5

1.1

6) Sexual
Knowledge
7) Sexual
Experiences
8) Sexual
Fantasies
9) Sexual
Satisfaction
10) Sexual
Dysfunction
11) Negative
Body Image
12) Length o f
Relationship

18.6

2.8

20.3

3.7

6.9

3.3

7.7

1.7

0.3
21.2

7.8
E-02
9.1

12.7

15.8

2
.65**

3
-.13
-.18**

4
.29**

5
-.34**

6
.03

7
-.13

.32**

-.38**

-.14*

-.21**

-.17*

.13*

.42**

.23**

-.66**

-.15*

-.23**

.09

.10

8
.17*

9
-.45**

10
-.01

11
.51**

12
-.08

.10

-.50**

.08

.65**

-.19**

.31**

.13

-.38**

-.15*

-.04

.02

-.37**

.12

.36**

-.02

-.06

.32**

-.08

-.43**

.09

-.27**

-.09

.13

-.21**

-.27**

.17*
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.16*

.21**
.22**

-.17*
.20**
-.09

-.20**
-.21**

.05
-.45**
.10

-.02
.06
-.08
.01

Note.
* d <,G5 * * E < 0 1
Note.
The directionality of the correlations for the two types of interference were reversed in this table so that higher cognitive
interference is reflected by higher scores. The correlation for which this reversal was not necessary was the one between
the two types of interference
4^
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Table 7.1 Regression Analysis Summary for Performance Interference and Predictor
Variables Using Male Sample Only
Variable

B

Positive Sexual Attitudes
-.10
Psychological Distress
.36
-.55
Positive Affect
.41
Sexual Knowledge
4.10 E-02
Sexual Experiences
Sexual Fantasies
.30
-1.38
Sexual Satisfaction
-12.57
Sexual Dysfunction
Negative Body Image
.33
Length o f Relationship -5.10 E-02

SEB

b

.04
1.02
.62
.19
.14
.16
.32
6.59
.07
.03

Note.
** p <.05 ***£<.001
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-.17
.03
-.07
.14
.02
.12
-.28
-.12
.34
-.09

*

***
***
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23.440, E < .001] and accounted for 51% o f the variance (see Tables 7.0 and 7.2).
However, only sexual satisfaction, body image, and length of relationship were unique
predictors; as sexual satisfaction and length of relationship increased, appearanceinterference decreased and as negative body-image increased, appearance-interference
increased. No other predictors contributed significantly to the variance.
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Table 7.2 Regression Analysis Summary for Appearance Interference and Predictor
Variables Using Male Sample Only
Variable

B

Positive Sexual Attitudes
Psychological Distress
Positive Affect
Sexual Knowledge
Sexual Experiences
Sexual Fantasies
Sexual Satisfaction
Sexual Dysfunction
Negative Body Image
Length o f Relationship

-6.5 E-02
7.4 E-02
-.37
-1.9 E-02
2.60 E-02
.16
-1.10
-6.62
.47
-9.7 E-02

SEB

.03
.84
.51
.15
.12
.13
.27
5.42
.05
.03

Note.
♦♦*£<.001
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b

-.12
.01
-.05
-.01
.01
.07
-.23 ***
-.07
.51 ***
-.19 ***

CHAPTERS

DISCUSSION
As predicted in our first hypothesis, women reported more appearance-based
cognitive interference than did men. In fact, gender was one o f the strongest predictors
of appearance-based interference among the nine psychological, sexual and relationship
variables. However, our second hypothesis was not supported, as men did not report more
performance-based interference than did women. Additionally, our third hypothesis was
not confirmed, as women did not report more of one type o f interference than the other.
On the other hand, men did report more performance-based cognitive interference than
appearance-based. In terms of predictors o f cognitive interference, psychological distress
was a strong positive predictor o f cognitive interference for women only and sexual
attitudes was a weak negative predictor o f performance-based interference in men only.
Men with less liberal attitudes towards sexuality reported more performance interference.
Most predictors were not gender-specific. Sexual satisfaction, body image, and the
covariate, length o f relationship, mediated cognitive interference in both men and women
in the expected directions. Cognitive interference was associated with lower satisfaction,
worse body image and younger relationships. Sexual function, fantasy, knowledge,
experiences and affect did not seem to mediate cognitive interference in this sample.

58
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The appearance-centered cognitive interference reported by our sample is yet
more evidence for what seems to be a ubiquitous dissatisfaction on the part of women
with regard to their self-perception o f attractiveness. A now voluminous research
suggests that Western women are currently ailing from a “normative discontent” in
regard to their bodies. Most women judge their bodies to be sub-standard and feel they
don’t measure up to what for most is an unattainable ideal (Siberstein & Striegel-Moore,
1984; Stratton, 1996 & Rodin). Such body-disturbances begin to become more
pronounced for girls during adolescence when body-changes and fat gain are taking place
(Simmons & Rosenberg, 1975). Gender and sexual orientation differences in body-image
have been reported by Gettelman and Thompson (1993), who found that heterosexual
women were more concerned with appearance and possessed greater body image
disturbance when compared to both heterosexual and homosexual men, as well as
homosexual women. A quick glance at Western media provides some clues as to where
and how women are receiving these messages o f aesthetic inadequacy. It seems both
intuitive, as well as theoretically sound, to posit that this body dissatisfaction among
females would easily spill over into the sexual realm.
Baumeister’s (2000) review o f the literature on female sexuality presents
compelling theoretical and empirical support for the contention that women’s sexuality is
more highly impacted than that o f males by socio-cultural influences. Sexual variation
within the individual is higher among females than among males in terms of sexual
orientation and orgasmic potential. Furthermore, socio-cultural factors, such as religion
and peer influence, seem to have a stronger impact on female sexuality. Finally, females
exhibit less consistency between behavior and sexual attitudes in a wide range o f areas
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(i.e. condom usage, extramarital afiairs, etc). There is a large body of empirical literature
suggesting that female sexuality is much more malleable and susceptible to outside
influences. Alternatively, it has been argued that women’s sexuality may not necessarily
be more susceptible to socio-cultural influences. Rather, the higher impact on females
may be a function o f the fact that in a patriarchal society, the culture is specifically
designed to influence females to a larger extent than males. Regardless of the viewpoint,
it appears that women may be more swayed than are men by culture, media, and the
perceptions of others in terms o f what defines a sexually appealing stimulus. When the
sexually-appealing stimulus in question is themselves, these external influences have the
power o f rendering women exquisitely self-critical.
To complicate matters further, there is data suggesting that compared with
women, men are more likely to objectify sexual partners by focusing on a parmer’s
physical appearance (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and that men also are falling victim
to the less than subtle media-suggestions. Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) outlined some
o f the vehicles through which the media objectifies the female body, including music
videos, advertisements, TV programming, and magazines and noted that women are more
commonly represented from the neck down whereas the focus in males remains on the
face. Pornography, consumed primarily by males, is a primary source o f criterionsetting for the “ideal” female body-type. Rosegrant (1986) conducted a review of
playboy centerfolds from 1959-1985, hypothesizing that centerfolds represent culturally
relevant female images. He therefore speculated that with the increasing cultural
emphasis on thinness in women, a corresponding decrease in model-size should be
apparent. This assumption was supported, as the centerfolds from 1959-1970
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demonstrated a marked decrease in waist, bust, and hip size. A similar study (Myers &
Biocca, 1992) reported that bust-to-waist ratios of models in popular magazines
decreased between 1901-1981.
All of this may have an impact not just on the women themselves, but on their
partners as well. Zillmann and Bryant (1988) found that after repeated exposure to
pornography, subjects demonstrated dissatisfaction with current sexual partners,
specifically with the partner’s physical appearance. This finding was not gender specific,
as both the male and female subjects demonstrated parmer-dissatisfaction; however,
given that men dominate the consumption of pornography (Ellis & Symons, 1990), the
effect on perceived partner attractiveness appears most applicable to them. Weaver,
Masland, & Zillmann (1984) obtained similar results when they manipulated nude slides
and sexually graphic films o f women (i.e. attractive or unattractive) and subsequently
required subjects to rate their current sexual parmer in terms of aesthetics. Their male
subjects judged their partners to be less endowed (i.e. flatter in the areas o f breast or
buttocks) after viewing the films with the attractive women. Therefore, it appears that
women may be struggling with negative feedback from both internal sources, such as
their own body-dissatisfaction, and external influences such as the popular media and
feedback from their sexual partners, all o f which could be negatively impacting their
sexual experience. This is not to say that men are exempt from body distortion.
Mangweth, Pope, Kemmler, Ebenbichler, Hausmann, De Col, Kreumer, Kinzl, and Belbl
(1997) found that male body-builders in their sample clearly displayed preoccupation
with food, body image and exercise. Our own findings suggest that men are experiencing
body-related concerns, but seemingly not to the same extent as women. Serious body-
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image concerns in men are more often associated with group membership in sub-cultures
in which body features are emphasized (i.e. dancers, athletes, etc.)(Mangweth et al.
1997).
In direct contrast to our third hypothesis, women reported similar levels o f both
performance and appearance-based interference. This finding is consistent with the
research o f Dove & Wiederman (2000), who utilized factor analysis to examine both
appearance- and performance-based cognitive distraction and found that the two factors
were overlapping rather than distinct in their female-only sample. The authors suggested
that, perhaps, for women sexual performance is equated with conforming to a socially
sanctioned norm regarding what is physically attractive or “sexy”. They went on to
further speculate that women might believe being physically attractive is analogous to
performing well simply by acting as an engaging visual stimulus. Women may be getting
the message from men and the media that male arousal is more dependent upon how they
look than what they do. Research has suggested (Ellis & Symons, 1990) that men
typically view others as objects of their desire, whereas women commonly view
themselves as objects o f desire. This lends further support to the speculation that perhaps
women are hearing that being good-looking (however that my be culturally-defined) is
analogous to being good at sex. Alternatively, the finding might suggest that women
simply perceive their sexual role as more passive, given that men are socialized to be the
“performers” in sexual interaction (Cowden & Koch, 1995). In fact, the literature
suggests that female fantasies commonly include the woman as the recipient o f sexual
activity whereas males typically visualize themselves as the sexual aggressor (Ellis &
Symons, 1990).
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Unlike the women in our sample who experienced relatively similar levels of
appearance- and performance-interference, males reported experiencing more
performance than appearance-based interference. This finding was not surprising, given
that Kaplan (1974) has commented on the particular difficulty men face with regard to
performance concerns during sex. Kaplan (1974) has suggested that because males must
produce erections (a visual sign o f arousal) whereas women can engage in sexual contact
without sufficient arousal, demands for performance in males may be more pronounced.
Additionally, Cowden and Koch (1995) have suggested that men m aybe influenced by
the sexual socialization and general expectation placed on the male to “direct and
perform” during a sexual interaction.
Perhaps the performance-orientation o f men and the appearance-orientation o f
women can be directly linked to differential male and female physiology. Evolutionary
psychology posits that natural selection may have favored males with low thresholds for
sexual arousal and females who were discriminating and slow to arouse sexually due to
gender differences in degree o f parental investment (Ellis & Symons, 1990). This same
theory speculates that as a result, women may not be as aroused by visual stimuli in an
attempt to delay copulation so that a thorough assessment o f “mate value” can be
conducted. Conversely, males may demonstrate immediate arousal as a result of visual
stimuli, perhaps owing to low degree o f parental investment. There also appears to be a
greater variation in female sexual physiological arousal that can pose some challenges to
males (Mah & Binick, 2001). As Masters and Johnson (1966) stated, “[t]here
is...variation in...the female orgasmic experience, while the male tends to follow
standard patterns o f ejaculation reaction.” Q>.6). Female orgasmic release may or may
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not occur, and if so, can happen in a variety o f ways within the same individual (Basson,
2000). The nature of female sexual physiology seems to support the speculation that
males may need to focus on and constantly adjust their sexual technique simply as a
result of the unpredictability and delay o f onset o f the female response; a standard
technique protocol probably would not be effective across all female partners. Women,
on the other hand, rather than concerning themselves with performance (considering male
ejaculation appears to be more predictable), may focus their concern on the visual aspects
o f their appearance. This could be conceptualized as an adaptive reaction to the
undeniable importance males place on the visual elements o f a sexual stimulus (Chick &
Gold, 1987-1988).
A plethora of research can be found supporting this contention. Gold and Gold
(1991) found that male and female sexual fantasies varied greatly, with males reporting
more focus on visual cues and explicitly sexual content than did women. Ellis & Symons
(1990) found that men were more likely to report having a clear image o f the genital
details, as well as a focus on the physical rather than emotional aspects o f their fantasized
partners. Winick (1985), in his content analysis o f sexually explicit magazines,
distinguished a variety o f themes, including women in various stages o f undress, over one
half o f which showed genital details and male-female sexual interaction including actual
genital/body-part interaction. In his review o f playboy centerfolds, Rosegrant (1986)
found that between the years o f 1971 and 1985 models became increasingly genitally
explicit. One could therefore surmise that men and women are more concerned about
those sexual matters that have been most relevant to them, performance for males and
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appearance for women. Socio-evolutionary theory may help explain these consistent
findings.
In our attempt to explore gender-specific predictors of cognitive interference,
psychological distress emerged as a strong mediator o f both types of interference for
women in our sample. It appeared that increased distress was accompanied by increased
interference. The link between distress and sexual difficulties is not a finding unique to
this study, as research has previously foimd an association between sexual dysfunction
and psychological distress (Derogatis, Meyer and King, 1981). In an exhaustive
population-based report on U.S. sexual dysfunction, the National Health and Social Life
Survey found that men and women experiencing psychological disturbances were at an
elevated risk o f experiencing sexual difficulties in all phases of the sexual response cycle
(Laumann, Park, & Rosen, 1999). It therefore appears understandable that increased
levels o f psychological distress are associated with increased cognitive distraction. What
remains unclear is why this relationship was not present in the men in our sample. It may
be that male sexual arousal is less affected by psychological distress. Males may be
better at focusing on the task at hand, and only when the distraction is related directly to
that task (i.e. performance-concems) or is very intense, does it influence the experience.
Women, who seem more susceptible to influences firom their environment, may also be
more attentive to their emotional well-being, which may in turn distract firom their sexual
experience. It seems rather intuitive that as psychological distress increases, the effect on
sexuality is detrimental, however, more studies are needed to determine the extent o f the
influence o f this factor and the ways in which it differentially affects men and women. It
is interesting that conservative sexual attitudes were a mediator o f performance

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

66
interference in men but not in women, albeit a weak predictor. One would expect that
conservative attitudes about sex would result in increased interference, but it is unclear
why the relationship was not present in both genders.
Body image and sexual satisfaction were both very strong predictors for cognitive
interference in men and women. Negative perceptions o f one’s attractiveness and deficits
in sexual satisfaction were associated with an increase in cognitive interference. This
finding is consistent with Schiavi et al (1992) who found that when comparing sexually
dysfunctional groups to normative data on the DSFI subtests, body image and sexual
satisfaction emerged as the two most impaired dimensions in the dysfunctional group.
They commented that this finding was not surprising given the close association between
satisfying sexual relationships and self-perception of physical attractiveness.
It is puzzling, that overall sexual functioning was not associated with cognitive
interference. Intuitively, it would seem that cognitive interference should influence
sexual functioning detrimentally. This unexpected result may simply be a consequence
o f the sample selected. Our sample was comprised o f college students, who generally
have much lower rates of sexual dysfunction than older groups (Laumann, 1999). There
was simply very little variance in sexual function in our sample (see Table 2.0). A
stronger relationship between sexual dysfunction and cognitive interference may more
readily be found using a clinical sample.
Length o f relationship was a significant predictor for appearance-based
interference and may serve to moderate the effects o f this type o f cognitive interference.
It appears that as length o f relationship increases, appearance- interference decreases.
This observation is not surprising as it seems intuitive that as a relationship progresses.
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the comfort level generally increases. It seems plausible then, that appearance-based
cognitive interference would become less o f a concern as a relationship progressed, partly
because the endurance of the relationship may be interpreted as evidence o f one’s
attractiveness to the partner. Performance-based interference, on the other hand, had no
relation to length o f relationship, which may indicate that relationship longevity does not
necessarily ensure comfort with one’s ability to please one’s parmer. Perhaps this
implies that as one’s relationship progresses, the concern that sexual encounters will
become routine and predictable can arise. A closer look at the correlation matrices
reveals an interesting pattern. It suggests that there is a differential effect of length of
relationship on men and women. For women, as their relationships age, their
performance and appearance interference decreases. For men, performance concerns are
unaffected by the length of the relationships, whereas like women, their appearanceconcems decrease with time. Perhaps this persistent performance concern in men is in
part due to the decline in spontaneous arousal frequently encountered in women engaged
in long-term relationships (Basson, 2000). If men perceive this decline as in any way
indicative of their sexual prowess, the concern regarding performance could
understandably persist as the relationship progressed.
When interpreting our findings, some caveats are in order. We utilized a
convenience sample o f mostly college freshmen and therefore, results may not generalize
to the broader population. The college population is unique in that sexual dysfimction
can reasonably be assumed to be lower than in the general population. It certainly was in
our sample. Our study also relied on retrospective self-report, which is clearly limited.
Critics o f the self-report method have questioned the accuracy o f recall, suggesting detail
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augmentation, substitution, or deletion may be interjected (Wiederman, 2002). Recall
also assumes that subjects are not only able to identify abstract constructs such as
thoughts and feelings, but that they are equally able to store, retrieve and verbally express
the recalled experience. There is reason to believe this may be a flawed assumption.
However, assuming men and women are equally inaccurate in memory recall, the gender
differences in recall of the two types of cognitive interference are still interesting. What
does this mean? Perhaps body-image concerns leave longer-lasting impressions in
women’s recall, whereas the same could be said of men with regard to performanceconcems. It is possible that we may retain more accurate memories for those issues that
have high personal impact, both during sex and at other times. It is difficult to know.
Additional limitations include small effect sizes, which suggest our findings may
be somewhat deficient in terms o f real-world relevance. It may be that men and women
experience both types of interference at relatively similar levels, such that interventions
geared toward performance-or appearance- concerns for men and women, respectively,
would be futile in terms of real-world efficacy. However, more substantial effects may
be present in a clinical sample. Men and women who are clinically diagnosed with a
sexual dysfunction may be experiencing appearance- and performance-based distraction
at much higher levels than a relatively healthy college population. Further research
utilizing the cognitive interference scale with a clinical population may shed light on the
possible efficacy o f a treatment orientation targeting appearance-concems in women and
performance-concems in men.
The potential implications o f the findings are notable. Our research supports the
view that men and women experience sexuality in different ways. A growing body o f
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research is providing support for gender differences in many aspects o f sexuality
(Wilson, 1980; Oliver & Hyde, 1993; & Baumeister, 2000). Wilson (1980) noted several
differences between genders on the types o f sexual activities and fantasies that each
found enjoyable. Research has also suggested that men are more easily able to identify
and label sexual arousal than are women (Rook & Hammon, 1977). Gender differences
in various behavioral and attitudinal aspects o f sex have led some to conclude that female
sexuality is more plastic than that of men (Baumeister, 2000). Using a meta-analytic
procedure, Oliver and Hyde (1993) commented on a variety of gender differences in
sexuality, including more permissive attitudes towards casual sex, a greater acceptance of
premarital intercourse and greater sexual experience for men than women.
The current research tugs at the questions of why researchers continue to utilize
the same models of sexual dysfunction for both genders and why treatment for sexual
dysfunction continues to differentiate poorly between men and women. Basson (2000 &
2001) spoke directly to the issue by suggesting a differential sexual response model for
women, which emphasizes the responsive rather than spontaneous component of
women’s sexual desire. In her seminal article, she argued that feelings of spontaneous
sexual desire and the urge to initiate sexual activity are not common in most women
engaged in long-term relationships. Basson (2000) has advocated that in long-term
relationships, the existence of women’s sexual arousal in response to her partner’s desire
should be considered functional without the additional requirements o f spontaneous
desire or initiation. She argues that a diagnosis o f Hyposexual Desire Disorder should
require both the absence of spontaneous sexual desire, as well as the inability to respond
to a partner’s sexual advances. Kleinplatz (2001) has addressed the absence o f
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appropriate paradigms that adequately embody female sexuality, faulting 1) the narrow
focus on penile-vaginal intercourse as the defining characteristic of sex; 2) orgasm as the
ultimate goal o f sexual interaction; and 3) the criteria for normal fimctioning (which
emphasizes objective rather than subjective indices) as not mirroring the female
experience. She highlights the lack o f focus on a woman’s subjective experience as one
o f the largest pitfalls of current sexual models. Several researchers have commented on
the need to consider contextual variables when conceptualizing female sexual arousal
(Chick & Gold 1987-1988; Baumeister, 2000; & Kleinplatz, 2001), as the context o f the
sexual situation may impact the female sexual experience to a stronger extent than the
male (Chick & Gold, 1987-1988 & Gold & Gold, 1991). Data reflecting gender
differences in sexual fantasies supports this view. Female fantasies have been found to
contain a focus on contextual variables such as relationship considerations and verbal
interaction whereas male fantasies consist o f less interpersonal involvement and more
explicit content with overt sexual details (Gold & Gold, 1991). Chick and Gold (19871988) stated that females in their sample reported fantasies that placed more emphasis on
romantic themes, committed parmers, interpersonal involvement, and complex plots.
The movement toward the reconceptualization o f female sexuality, especially
with regard to defining female sexual dysfunction is currently gaining ground.
Contributions fi*om such efforts as the International Consensus Development Conference
on Female Sexual Dysfunctions (Basson, Berman, Burnett, Derogatis, & Ferguson et al.,
2001) have yielded such important changes as including 1) a stronger emphasis on
subjective indicators o f arousal; 2) receptivity to sexual stimuli as evidence o f desire; 3) a
personal distress criterion for most diagnostic categories; and 4) a new diagnosis for non-
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coital sexual pain disorder. The common thread in this literature is a focus on the
widespread real-life sexual experiences reported by women, and a need to rectify current
models to echo these experiences.
Research needs to focus on arriving at more specialized and individualized sexual
response models for men and women, as well as separate treatment modalities for sexual
dysfunction. The present study has suggested that women are clearly experiencing
appearance-related distraction during sex, whereas men are focusing more on
performance. Therefore, the current therapy techniques regarding sexual dysfunction,
which focus primarily on performance-demands, don’t seem to fully encompass the
problems facing female sexual dysfunction and remain more applicable to males. These
techniques do not address the underlying dissatisfaction with bodily appearance.
Techniques such as sensate focus, which requires individuals to focus on their bodies,
may exacerbate the problem. Several researchers have directed treatment for sexual
dysfunction to encompass a cognitive component (Sbrocco & Barlow, 1996), rather than
to focus solely on the traditional belief that anxiety reduction (i.e. performance-concem
reduction) is key for all sexual dysfunction. Such treatment would therefore argue for a
therapy that focused on changing the beliefs about sexuality that are negatively impacting
the experience. This viewpoint dovetails with our study’s implications about the needed
direction o f psychotherapy for sexual dysfunction. It may be psychotherapeutically
indicated for women and men to focus on the issues that are prominent to them at an
individual level, which may include body-image redirection for women and anxiety
reduction for men. Treatment needs to also target the ways in which partners are
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consciously and unconsciously reinforcing these negative cognitions and anxieties in
each o±er.
Sexuality is multi-determined and multi-dimensional. The complexities o f the
human sexual experience require that investigators and clinicians consider a variety of
influencing variables rather than concentrating on one aspect o f the experience. Clearly
appearance and performance concerns are not the only factors at play, but appearance
concerns have been largely ignored by the literature on female desire and arousal
difficulties. It may be an important piece o f the puzzle in attempting to imderstand the
obstacles some women face in their enjoyment o f sex. Further research is needed to
understand how appearance concerns influence sexuality and, ultimately, it may be
fruitful to integrate these findings into the design o f treatment for sexual dysfunction.
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